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    For the families we build, not by blood, but by sharing the same roof, the same stew, and the same stubborn refusal to give up.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "A stronghold is defined by the thickness of its walls and the height of its towers. It is designed to keep the world out." — General Kael's Treatise on Siegecraft, Chapter 4
"A home is defined by the quality of its snacks and the stability of its spoon-supply. It is designed to let the friends in." — Chief Snaggle, Union Rep for Local Burrow 404
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​PROLOGUE
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The Physics of Success

The problem with a successful quest is the loot. Eventually, you run out of inventory slots.

Rorek Cleave-Helm was currently experiencing a critical inventory failure.

He was standing in the center of The Empty Scabbard, holding a tray of steaming venison pies high above his head like a shield wall. He couldn't lower his arms. He couldn't move his feet. He couldn't even take a deep breath without his apron buttons threatening to become projectiles.

The inn was full.

Not just "busy." Full.

Every table was occupied. The bar stools were double-booked. There were adventurers sitting on the stairs, merchants eating stew while standing near the coat rack, and a very confused bard trying to play a flute while pinned against the fireplace mantle.

"Behind!" Pip shrieked from somewhere near Rorek’s knees. "Hot soup! Coming through! Make a hole!"

"There is no hole, Pip," Rorek rumbled, scanning the room for a path. "The tactical grid is saturated."

Something warm and heavy bumped against Rorek’s hip. He looked down.

Bean was looking up at him.

The dire wolf was no longer a scruffy puppy. After a year of eating Rorek’s premium leftovers, Bean was now the size of a small pony. He took up approximately thirty percent of the available floor space.

"Move, Bean," Rorek commanded.

Bean wagged his tail, knocking a tankard out of a dwarf’s hand. The dwarf didn't even get mad; he just caught it mid-air and patted the wolf.

"We need a bigger map," Rorek muttered.

He managed to shuffle sideways, performing a delicate ballet that defied his three-hundred-pound frame, and deposited the pies at Table Four.

He retreated to the safety of the kitchen. It was quieter here, but hotter. Kaela was chopping carrots at the prep station, humming a tune that made the basil plants grow visibly faster.

"We’re out of chairs," Rorek announced, wiping sweat from his brow. "I just saw a goblin sitting on a halfling’s shoulders. They’re sharing a spoon."

Kaela smiled, not looking up from her knife work. "It’s cozy, Rorek. People like cozy."

"It’s a fire hazard," Rorek countered. "If a fireball goes off in the taproom, the AOE damage will be total. We need to expand. We need to knock out the east wall."

"And destroy the ivy I just planted?" Kaela raised an eyebrow. "Negotiations will be difficult."

"We have to do something," Rorek grumbled. "Or I start serving people on the roof."

He walked to the back door to get some air. He needed a moment of silence. He needed to stare at a tree and lower his heart rate.

He opened the door and stepped out into the alley.

He stopped.

Usually, the view across the street was an empty lot—a peaceful patch of weeds and rubble where the old tannery used to be.

Today, the lot was gone.

In its place was a construction site. And not just any construction site. This was high-level construction.

Mages in floating harnesses were levitating beams into place. Stone-shapers were molding walls out of thin air. The building was going up unnaturally fast, shimmering with arcane energy.

It was tall. It was gaudy. It had gargoyles that looked like they were winking.

And hanging above the future entrance was a massive, magical sign covered in velvet tarp.

Rorek stared at it. He felt a disturbance in the Force (or at least, in the local zoning laws).

A man walked out of the construction site. He was wearing a purple silk suit that cost more than Rorek’s entire kitchen. He had perfect hair, perfect teeth, and he was holding a lute like it was a scepter.

The man saw Rorek. He didn't wave. He didn't nod.

He pointed a finger at the tarp.

With a snap of his fingers and a flash of sparkles, the tarp fell away.

The sign blazed to life in neon-magical script:

THE GILDED GRIFFIN Premium Dining Experience & Lounge Grand Opening Soon

The man winked at Rorek, blew a kiss, and strolled back into his magical fortress.

Rorek stood alone in the alley. He looked at his crowded, noisy, bursting-at-the-seams inn. He looked at the shiny monstrosity across the street.

Rorek reached for his pipe. He didn't light it. He just bit down on the stem until the clay cracked.

"Pip!" Rorek roared, turning back to the door.

"Yeah, Boss?" Pip’s voice came from the kitchen.

"Get the sledgehammer," Rorek ordered, walking back inside. "We're expanding the cellar. Tonight."
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​CHAPTER ONE
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A Dungeon in the Basement

There is a specific sound a sledgehammer makes when it hits solid rock. Clang. It is the sound of resistance.

Then there is the sound it makes when it hits hollow rock. Thud. That is the sound of a problem.

Rorek Cleave-Helm froze, the heavy iron hammer held mid-swing.

He was standing in the deepest corner of his wine cellar. It was midnight. The inn above was finally silent, save for the rhythmic snoring of a very large wolf on the floorboards overhead.

The air down here was cool and smelled of damp earth and determination. Rorek wiped sweat from his beard. He had been digging for three hours. The plan was simple: knock out the east wall, excavate ten feet of earth, and create a new storage vault for the Star-Fall Lager.

Simple labor. Predictable physics.

But the wall had just gone thud.

"Boss?" Pip whispered.

The boy was holding a lantern that was shaking slightly. Pip was wearing a mining helmet he had bought from a traveling gnome. It was three sizes too large and kept sliding over his eyes.

"Did you hear that?" Pip asked, pushing the helmet up. "It sounded... empty."

"It's just a pocket," Rorek said, mostly to convince himself. "A geological anomaly."

"Or," Pip whispered, "it's a tomb. A cursed tomb. We’re going to release a Mummy Lord, aren't we? I didn't prepare any holy water."

"It’s dirt, Pip. Not a dungeon."

Rorek tightened his grip on
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